ABSTRACT: This article describes the process of acquiring external knowledge through technical visits and its role in institutionalizing the external control practices of the Brazilian Federal Audit Tribunal. Technical field visits made by the entity from 1998 to 2004 are identified and described. The theoretical framework is based on studies of organizational learning and the institutional approach, with focus on institutional isomorphism. The study takes a qualitative approach, based on data collected in 2006, in two stages. In the first, internal documents related to technical visits were analysed and in the second, 18 semi-structured interviews were conducted with people involved in those visits. Content analyses was the principal data analysis technique. The main results are that the technical visits, associated with conversion of the knowledge acquired into practice, have affected the institutionalization of the Tribunal's external control practices, in an isomorphic context.
INTRODUCTION
tudies of processes of organizational adaptation as a strategy to achieve greater efficiency have been indicated as important by experts on organizations (GINSBERG and BUCHHOLTZ, 1990) . One of the theories involving adaptation of organizations to environmental changes is institutional theory. This approach seeks to explain why institutions arise, evolve or become stable, investigating how standards assume the condition of values and acquire legitimacy in social structures. According to Mendonça and Amantinode-Andrade (2003) , institutional perspective can be characterized as a symbolic-interpretive approach to organizational reality, presenting a predominantly subjective epistemological position in which the construction of social reality stands out.
The institutional approach, when applied to organizational studies, looks at homogenization of practices, procedures and structures by organizations. This phenomenon is called institutional isomorphism (FOUNTAIN, 2001; SCOTT, 2001) . The reproduction of processes, practices and routines considered successful in other organizations, in an attempt to improve performance, is common in organizations both in the private and public sector.
Organizational learning, one of the theoretical foci of this article, is a field that studies knowledge within organizations through their progressive adaptations of new ideas and exchange of experiences, to instrumentalize actions and practices that can meet the needs of a particular environment. Although this concept has arisen in the context of management studies, according to Machado-da-Silva and Guarido Filho (2001) , it is possible to bring it to bear from various perspectives, especially from the standpoint of institutional theory.
The institutional approach and organizational learning concept can be analyzed from a cultural-cognitive perspective (EASTERBY-SMITH and ARAUJO, 2001; GUIMARÃES, 2004) , which denotes the possible existence of a relationship between the two concepts. In this sense, this article aims to contribute to understand this possible relation, employing as a locus of research the Federal Audit Tribunal (Tribunal de Contas da União -TCU) as an object to study the institutionalization of external control practices. The objective, then, is to identify how this phenomenon is related to learning processes and the way of acquiring external knowledge, more specifically, the wisdom acquired through technical visits to counterpart organizations.
There is evidence that implementation and development of external control activities can occur under the optic or institutional isomorphism. A common practice is to hold meetings among audit and control entities of various countries, at which experiences and ideas are shared and discussed. However, it is not known to what degree learning processes contribute toward institutionalization of these activities. The present study seeks to contribute in this area, by investigating the use of technical visits under the prisms of organizational learning and institutional theory. Cabral (2000, p.228) suggests that learning can make an organization more efficient not only by its effect on individuals, but also on the organization as a whole. According to Argyris and Schön (1996) , the term learning can be separated into two concepts, "what to learn" and "how to learn". The first refers to the accumulation of information, in the form of knowledge and skills, and the second refers to the means or process of learning. The concept of learning is based on the capacity of the human being to acquire and retain information. According to Guimarães (2004) , the development and perpetuation of laws, customs and social institutions results from the human capacity to learn and transfer knowledge to others. Thus, individual is the agent of learning.
ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING
According to Easterby-Smith and Araújo (2001, p.15) , the field of organizational learning has "attracted the attention of academics from various disciplines that so far have shown little interest in learning processes." One of the discussions in this field involves the role of individual learning in organizational learning (HUYSMAN, 2001) . One line of thought argues that it is individual who acts and learns within organizational structure, being the primary learning component in companies, creating means for organizational transformation (DODGSON, 1993) . On the other hand, Argyris and Schön (1996) report that if organizations are collectivities formed by individuals, organizations learn when their members -or part of them -learn. Fiol and Lyles (1985) observe further that organizations develop learning systems that are manifested through rules, mental maps, stories, behaviors and values. These cognitive systems and memories are developed and shared bv members of an organization, which makes organizational learning different from the sum of the individual learning of the members. This same reasoning leads Argyris and Schön (1996, p.7) to state that "there are situations in which an organization seems to know far more than its individual members."
The verb "seems" used by Argyris and Schön (1996) well depicts the opinion of Bastos et al. (2004) , when they argue that organizational learning is a metaphor that permits attributing human characteristics to organizations. In this sense, an organization does not have the power to learn, because it is not a human being. This perspective corroborates the opinion of Doving (1996) , who stresses that organizational learning can only be found in the actions of organizational actors, that is, individuals. It should also be mentioned that there is a belief that an inherent consequence of learning is the production of beneficial results for the organization, such as greater adaptation to change, increased efficiency, improved decision making and reduced organizational errors (BASTOS et al., 2004) . This positive vision of learning, however, disregards the fact that an organization can also learn the wrong things (GUIMARÃES, 2004) .
Notwithstanding this discussion among the different theoretical currents regarding the subject of learning, the complexity of the phenomenon suggests that the fullest conception is that organizational learning is a multilevel phenomenon, that is, it acts at the individual, group and organizational levels (CROSSAN et al., 1999) . According to Pantoja and Borges-Andrade (2004) , organizations are multilevel systems, which integrate work processes at the individual, group and organizational levels and learning is a psychological process that occurs only at the individual level. To understand how learning that occurs at the individual level can produce effects at other levels, the concept of transfer is used, understood as the occurrence of changes in individuals in situations distinct from those in which the acquisition of knowledge occurs.
A model to understand the dynamic of learning in organizations was proposed by Crossan et al. (1999) and subsequently refined by Zietsma et al. (2002) . This model identifies six steps of integrated learning, analyzed at three levels (individuals, groups and organizations). These steps can be summarized as follows: a) intuition -recognition by individuals of new patterns or possibilities based on previous experiences, images and metaphors; b)
attending -active process of searching for information and knowledge of the environment; c) interpretation -what occurs when individuals share their intuitions with group, through conversations, metaphors and images; during the interpretation step, existing cognitive maps are reformulated and new maps of learning domains are developed; integration -collective actions of group, which coherently share interpretations or comprehensions in express cognitive maps through language, in coordinated form; f) institutionalization -introduction of new actions and interpretations in routines, rules, information systems, strategy and structure of the organization.
These steps of the learning process and the different levels of analysis at which they occur are represented in Figure 1 .
Figure 1.
Learning at different organizational levels Source: Zietsma, et al. (2002, p. S63 ) According to this model, the steps of intuition and attending occur at individual level; interpretation occurs both at individual and group level; experimentation occurs only at group level; integration occurs at group and organizational level; and institutionalization occurs at organizational level (CROSSAN et al., 1999; ZIETSMA et al., 2001) . These steps include another two macro-steps in the process of learning in organizations, called feedforward and feedback, depending on the direction of the flow between the levels at which they take place. Feedforward means transfer of knowledge and skills from individuals and groups to organization, while feedback reflects the process of appropriation and use by organization of what was learned and transformed into institutionalized routines and practices and how this process affects individuals and groups in carrying out the organization's activities (CROSSAN et al., 1999) . Figueiredo (2003) presents an approach to how organizational learning takes place. The author argues that learning in organizations consists of the various processes by which individuals, and thus organizations, acquire technical skills and knowledge. According to Choo (2003) , the knowledge gaps in organizations are filled in by different means, whether by acquiring knowledge from outside, locating the specialization within the organization itself, learning or developing the necessary capacities. Figueiredo (2003) , using the model formulated by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1997) , classifies learning processes into four types, in which the first two constitute mechanisms of acquiring knowledge, while the last two are mechanisms for knowledge conversion: processes of acquiring internal knowledge: processes by which individuals acquire tacit knowledge by exercising different activities within organization, which consist of performing routine tasks and of perfecting processes by systematic experimentation in various organizational units; c) processes of socializing knowledge: formal and informal processes by which individuals share their tacit wisdom, transmitting knowledge to other individuals or groups of individuals; d) processes of codifying knowledge: processes by which tacit knowledge is expressed in explicit concepts, making it easier to assimilate; this category covers processes such as standardization of production methods, documentation and internal seminars.
Because this work proposes to study the contributions of process of acquiring external knowledge, through technical visits, for institutionalization of external control practices, it is necessary now to discuss institutional theory, with emphasis on isomorphism.
INSTITUTIONAL THEORY
Scott (1998) stresses that institutional approach contains contributions from various fields, among them economics, political science and sociology. In the same line, Machado-daSilva and Gonçalves (1998, p. 220) affirm that the bases of institutional theory, as applied today in the study of organizations, is composed of the: result of the convergence of influences from theoretical systems originating mainly from political science, sociology and economics, which seek to incorporate in their propositions the idea of institutions and standards of behavior, rules, beliefs and assumptions in which individuals, groups and organizations are immersed.
Two intrinsic concepts to institutional approach are those of institution and institutionalization. However, Tolbert and Zucker (1999) argue that there is still little consensus on the definition of these key concepts. Jepperson (1991) defines institution as an organized and established procedure as a normative system, consisting of self-replicating and socially constructed routines. The author further affirms that institutionalization denotes the process that causes an order or social standard to attain a determined state or property that can be considered an institution. This interpretation corroborates the argumentation of Selznick (1971, p. 14) , who defines institutionalization, from an organizational standpoint, as a process, i.e., something that happens to an organization with the passage of time, reflecting its particular history, people who have worked in it, groups and various interests that created it, and the way it has adapted to its environment. Esman and Blaise (1966) view institutionalization as a phenomenon of social change. These authors propose an analytical model of institutionalization process, in an organizational perspective, containing internal and external variables, according to Chart 1. According to Scott and Meyer (1992) , changes and pressures from environment act to build different organizational fields to produce, with varying degrees of intensity, the phenomenon of institutional isomorphism. This term is defined by DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p.149) as "a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions." Indeed, in the organizational field, isomorphism is the result of competitive pressures that force organizations to adopt more suitable forms for their survival (HANNAN; FREEMAN, 1977) . Therefore, isomorphism can be understood as the search for legitimacy for action by means of the homogeneity of structures, processes and actions within the ambit of organizations. DiMaggio and Powel (1991) suggest that the process of isomorphism develops through three mechanisms: coercive, normative and mimetic. The coercive mechanism occurs when organizations are subjected to outside pressures, either formal or informal, from other organizations with which they have a relationship of dependence or because of the cultural expectations of the society in which the organization is inserted. An example of this isomorphic mechanism is the action of the government on organizations, through laws, rules and requirements. The normative mechanism originates from the establishment of standards by professional organizations, with the intent of providing a cognitive basis and giving legitimacy to the activities carried out by them. Universities and professional associations are two important sources of isomorphism from this perspective. Finally, mimetic isomorphism occurs because of uncertainty that afflicts organizations, making them search, in other organizations, for frameworks and models that can be reproduced (copied). In perceiving the success of other organizations involved in the same activities, organizations tend to behave mimetically (imitation), a process that explains the existence of fads and trends in the business world.
METHODOLOGY
This study, carried out in 2006, has a qualitative nature, which according to Richardson (1999) , can be characterized as an attempt to gain a detailed understanding of the situational meanings and characteristics observed in documents and through interviews. The level of analysis is structural (Scott, 1998) , because the focus is on the institutionalization in a determined organization, by presenting a cross section with a longitudinal perspective (VIEIRA, 2004) . Data referring to the knowledge acquired by technical visits was gathered with focus on external control practices, made by the technical staff of Brazil's Federal Audit Tribunal (Tribunal de Contas da União -TCU) to its counterpart entities in other countries in the period from 1998 to 2004. The time frame of the study is based on identification of a pronounced concentration of technical visits in that period. The methodology is the case study, defined by Yin (2001, p. 32) as "an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident." Documental research was undertaken by consulting internal bulletins, newsletters and other periodicals and information systems of the TCU, edited on the period from 1998 to 2004. The information gathered in this step was summarized into analytical charts. Eighteen semi-structured interviews with the use of a script prepared based on the theoretical framework were also undertaken. The interviewees were chosen according to the information obtained from the documents and represent groups of professional staff and directors of the Tribunal directly involved in formulating its policies, scheduling and realizing technical visits and implementing the routines resulting from these visits. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed seeking through convergences, divergences and emerging questions, to compare and contrast the findings with the theoretical framework. Content analysis techniques in assessing both the documents and interview responses were used.
To deepen the analysis of the interviews, the Atlas.TI software (version 5.0) was utilized, which helped to identify explanatory patterns in the study. Each variable considering first the quantification of the codes composing it and then the qualitative content of the segments, seeking when possible to identify relationship networks, which we recorded in diagrams was analyzed.
Technical visits were examined as a process of acquiring external knowledge, and the processes of converting knowledge from the individual or group to the organizational level (socialization and codification) was also analyzed, using the classification and variables proposed by Figueiredo (2003) .
External control practices learned through technical visits were analyzed supported by the variables Program, Links and Resources / Structure proposed by Esman and Blaise (1966) . The existence of institutional isomorphism was also assessed utilizing the typology presented by DiMaggio and Powel (1991) , considering the motivation behind the technical visit for analysis of the primordial isomorphism type.
RESULTS

Technical Visits
Twenty technical visits were made by the TCU to other peer organizations between 1998 and 2004 (Chart 2) whose objective was to learn about external control activities. These visits were predominantly to the United Kingdom's National Audit Office (NAO) and Canada's Office of the Auditor General (OAG) (50% of the total). This concentration was due largely to the existence of technical cooperation agreements between the TCU and those organizations. Another relevant aspect regards the model of organization visited. Although the The main themes stressed in the visits were: a) operational auditing; b) oversight methods, with focus on combating corruption; c) risk analysis; and d) advanced auditing practices. This point is relevant for the analysis of the institutionalization of external control practices, which was the purpose of the visits.
In analyzing these visits, frequency, functioning and interaction variables proposed by Figueiredo (2003) were used. Regarding the frequency variable, this mechanism of acquiring knowledge can be classified as ongoing, since the planning of a visit generally occurred at the same time as another was occurring or while the knowledge gained from it was being disseminated. It is important to stress that the fact that the majority of the visits were part of TCU corporate projects contributed to the continuing use of this method of obtaining knowhow.
Regarding functioning, the signing of cooperative agreements with the general audit entities of the United Kingdom and Canada strongly influenced the structure of the entire process. Functioning was considered adequate because of the existence of clear criteria to choose the participants, broad internal disclosure of the selective processes, previously defined objectives and an adequately defined script for the visits. A strong interaction with other learning processes it is important to be stressed, since besides the codification of the knowledge in reports, the suggestions were the subject matter of experimentation and internal discussion, and the participants submitted their reports at seminars and served as instructors in internal training sessions within the TCU.
Knowledge Converstion Processes (there are many 'regardings' in this section)
In this topic the processes of converging knowledge are stressed, which according to Figueiredo (2003) , are divided into processes of codifying and socializing knowledge. To analyze these processes the variables proposed by that author: variety and interaction were used.
Among the processes of codifying knowledge, the mechanisms that stood out were the preparation of reports on the technical visits and the formulation of norms and manuals. Regarding the technical visit reports, they were prepared aiming to describe, analyze and recommend techniques or procedures that could be adopted by the TCU. All of the visits except one made in the period studied led to the publication and dissemination of reports in internal bulletins, and were also made available on the Tribunal's intranet. The exception was the visit to Norway in 1998, for which no report was found, a fact confirmed in the interviews.
Regarding Finally, regarding to preparation of manuals, the highlight was the approval by the TCU, in 2000, of the Operational Auditing Manual, based on techniques learned during the visits to the NAO in the United Kingdom. In 2001 two more documents were prepared and approved by the TCU referring to operational auditing: the Logical Framework Technique and RACI (responsible, accountable, consulted and informed) Technique. Finally, in 2002 three further documents were issued, covering oversight and auditing techniques: Stakeholder Analysis, SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) Analysis and Risk Verification Matrix. The last of these was greatly influenced by the technical visit to Canada's OAG in 2001. Regarding the variety of the mechanisms for codifying knowledge, this can be considered reasonable. The reports have little influence over variety, mainly because of the requirement to prepare a similar report of activities for each visit, and because of the repetition or organizations visited. Further on the matter of rules, although there were few internal rules issued in the period, their content was quite diversified, dealing with the organizational structure, judgment system and form of preparing reports. Concerning manuals, there was also greater diversity, covering many themes and formats. Finally, a significant level of interaction among the codification processes was observed, mainly because the visit reports were utilized as a primary source for preparing rules and manuals.
Regarding the processes of socializing knowledge, the following were identified: training courses, internal seminars and publication of documents. The most significant focus Internal seminars stood out as the most common mechanism used to spread knowledge to the Tribunal's technical staff. However, just as for the training sessions, there was a strong focus on the theme of operational auditing. Various workshops, cycles of presentations and thematic meetings during the period studied were identified. The standouts were the realization in 2001 of a five-day seminar on that theme in the Rio de Janeiro External Control Secretariat and a workshop called "The Experiences in Governmental Control: Canada and the United Kingdom". Concerning the other themes, in 2004 there was a seminar entitled "Incorporating New Dimensions in Evaluating Government Programs", focused on environmental and information technology audits. In 2005 there was a seminar called "Modernization and Improvement of the External Control Activity", with the aim of disclosing accounting and financial auditing and oversight techniques, focused on the public debt.
The publication of documents was strongly influenced by the disclosure of the reports and manuals developed. Among these were the publication in 2000 of a presentation on the performance of government oversight entities and results indicators at the 10 th General Assembly of the Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions of Latin America and the Caribbean (OLACEFS) and, in 2002 and 2003, the publication of a series called Executive Summary, conceived to disclose in summarized form information on the main results of the audits of social programs carried out by the TCU. Another point worth mentioning is that with the creation of the intranet sites of the TCUs various secretariats, the reports on the technical visits were disseminated and remain available to interested people. Also of note is the existence of a daily newsletter called Informativo União, which publishes notices of the Tribunal's main activities, summaries of presentations and reports of study trips.
Regarding the variety of these mechanisms, there was a distinct concentration in training sessions and seminars on operational auditing and no record on themes that stood out in the technical visits, such as the case of oversight methods to fight corruption. Nevertheless, the publication of documents had a big impact on the socialization of knowledge, covering the majority of the themes of the technical visits, so that the variety of these mechanisms can be considered ample.. There was a strong interaction among socialization mechanisms and also among the mechanisms for codification of knowledge, since the publication of documents was used as a channel for disclosure before and after the internal training events and seminars, as well as for the approval of manuals and rules on external control activities.
Institutionalization
In this topic is described the influence of the learning attained by technical visits on the institutionalization of external control practices within the TCU. To analyze the institutionalization process the variables Links, Program and Resources / Structure proposed by Esman and Blaise (1966) were used. The exam of documents and content of the interviews showed that the TCU maintained stable links with its counterparts in other countries. Based on the quantification of the citations, carried out with the help of the Atlas.TI. software, strongest ties with the control and auditing entities of the United Kingdom, mainly with the National Audit Office and Audit Commission (29 citations), the United States General Accounting Office/Government Accountability Office (11) and Canadian Office of the Auditor General (10) were identified. The predominance of citations referring to the NAO was mainly due to the signing of technical cooperation agreements between Brazil and the United Kingdom.
Concerning links with international control associations, the standouts were those with the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) and the Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions of Latin America and the Caribbean (OLACEFS). In 2006, people from the TCU took part in committees on auditing rules, public debt, information technology auditing and the working groups on privatization, environmental auditing and program evaluation.
The program variable involves the strategies and plans developed by the organization. For the effect of this study, only the strategies and plans of the TCU in which we identified direct relations with the technical visits conducted in the period studied were included. The exam of documents and interviews shown few references to this variable. However, the references to changes in the Tribunal's Strategic Map were extremely relevant. Besides explaining its mission, the Strategic Map defines the organization's objectives in different areas, grouped into four categories: a) Outputs; b) Internal Processes; c) People and Innovation; and d) Budget and Logistics.
The main evidence of connections between changes in the TCU Strategic Map and technical visits are in the following categories: outputs and internal processes. About outputs the TCU's central objective is "to be known for its contribution to combating corruption, diversion, waste and fraud and improving public administration." The presence is evident of two themes related to the technical visits: combating fraud and corruption and operational auditing, as means to improve government performance.
Analysis of the resources / structure variable sought to identify the human, financial and equipment resources allocated to or used by the TCU related to technical visits carried out or to be undertaken. The highlight was the signing of the technical cooperation agreement between Brazil and the United Kingdom for the development of operational auditing, with initial period of three years (1998) (1999) (2000) , which was then extended for an additional four years. The forecast spending was around £500,000 by the United Kingdom and £622,000 by Brazil, corresponding in the latter case to payment of employees of the TCU responsible for administering and executing activities related to the agreement. The implementation of this agreement thus was responsible for allocation of a significant amount of human and financial resources over the period from 1998 to 2004, specifically to develop operational auditing techniques.
In turn, technical visits made in 2004, which were part of a corporate project named Support for Modernization of the TCU, had financial support from the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). The TCU received roughly US$5 million to pay for various projects, among them the one in question.
Another highlight was the changes in the Tribunal's organizational structure related to subjects covered in technical visits. Oversight into the Adjunct Secretariat of Oversight, which was given authority to manage the development and implementation of auditing methodologies and techniques.
Isomorphism
To analyze isomorphism, the typology presented by DiMaggio and Powel (1991) was followed. Normative isomorphism, for which there were three citations, represents identification of the realization of technical visits by the influence of international control organizations, such as INTOSAI and OLACEFS. The theme of these visits was advanced auditing practices, covering subjects that were strongly recommended by these organizations, such as environmental auditing and information technology auditing. It is worth highlighting that the Tribunal made technical visits with the aim of improving its actions in relation to these themes and that in 2006, the TCU assumed a position of leadership in INTOSAI and OLACEFS in relation to environmental auditing, becoming a benchmark for various counterpart entities in other countries and for state audit tribunals in Brazil.
Mimetic isomorphism, which represents the arguments that identify the similarities between the techniques applied within the TCU and those of the peer organizations visited, was the code with the highest number of citations (12). In the case of operational auditing, the United Kingdom was benchmark to affirm that this technique is an indispensable activity within audit and control entities. However, there were constant indications of the need for adaptation of the techniques imported from other entities abroad to overall Brazilian reality and that of the TCU in particular. Further in relation to mimetic isomorphism, the form of disclosing the audit reports attracted much comment as one of the similarities identified with the United Kingdom. The TCU was not concerned about the visual part of these reports. The NAO, on the other hand, presented its reports very stylishly, with images and colors so as to attract the interest of the external public. By recommendation of the team that visited the UK in 2002, the TCU started to adopt a report style similar to that of the NAO.
Coercive isomorphism, despite having few citations (two), deserves mention because it refers to a Brazilian constitutional command, contained in Article 70, regarding operational auditing as falling under the competence of the TCU. The presence of this authority by delegation of the Federal Constitution was a strong source of legitimacy for the technical visits focusing on learning more about operational auditing, confirming the importance of the coercive mechanism in Brazilian society, as indicated by Machado-da-Silva et al. (2003) .
Discussion of the Results
The technical visits made by managers and technical staff of the TCU to its counterpart entities in other countries consisted essentially of the search for information on the organizational environment, intending to minimize the uncertainty and environmental pressures, confirming the ideas discussed by Machado-da-Silva and Gonçalves (1998) . The acquisition of knowledge occurred at an individual level, and the other learning processes studied were responsible for conversion of the knowledge, enabling its transfer from the individual to the group and organizational levels, confirming the affirmation of Pantoja and Borges-Andrade (2004) .
Observing the dynamic of learning processes related to the desired knowledge from technical visits, especially regarding the transfer of knowledge from the individual to the organizational level, we found a possible connection between the model for analyzing learning processes proposed by Figueiredo (2003) and that put forward by Zietsma et al. (2002) , who examine the transfer of learning from the individual to the group and organizational levels (feedforward) and the effect of institutionalization of knowledge on the activities of the organization, group and individual (feedback).
In light of the characteristics of the external knowledge acquisition processes proposed by Figueiredo (2003) , specifically with respect to the technical visits studied, we identified similarities with the process of obtaining information (dubbed "attending") in the model of Zietsma et al. (2002) . In turn, the processes of codification and socialization observed operated as a means of integration and institutionalization, as contained in the model of Zietsma et al. (2002) , which places them at the organizational level. According to this model, these processes are responsible for the sedimentation of changes in the procedures, routines, rules and structures, in a feedback process that goes from the organizational back to the individual level.
Based on an analysis of the variables related to the learning process and the institutionalization phenomenon, it can be concluded that the technical visits did contribute to the acquisition of external knowledge, the direct products being the application within the TCU of oversight techniques in environmental and information technology areas, risk analysis technique and particularly the importation of the operational auditing activity.
A strong influence of the technical visits on the occurrence of mimetic isomorphism, specifically regarding knowledge about operational auditing was observed. There were many similarities between actions of the TCU and the NAO. The latter organization was the main benchmark for the TCU on that matter, and these two entities have a solid and lasting relationship. The clear motivation for the visits to the NAO was operational auditing, and there was even follow-up evaluation by staff from the NAO of the actions of the TCU, supporting this inference.
For other lines of knowledge, a direct link between the process of acquiring external knowledge and the mimetic phenomenon was not identified. No relevant evidence of normative and coercive isomorphism was not found, concluding that these phenomena were absent in the other areas of knowledge that prompted the technical visits.
A factor that perhaps minimized the evidence of mimetic isomorphism was the explicit awareness of the need to adapt techniques imported from counterpart entities, mainly because of the peculiarities of the TCUs attributions and the social and cultural context of which it is part. It should be pointed out that adaptation does not remove the mimetic character from the process, but it does act to attenuate the evidence of this.
We also identified the existence of a relation between the links and the learning processes observed. The signing of the technical cooperation agreement between Brazil and the United Kingdom provided the TCU with greater facility to obtain knowledge on operational auditing. Besides this, the more solid and lasting ties between the TCU and its UK counterpart stimulated the investment of resources and the modification of the Tribunal's structure, which resulted in a greater quantity and quality of the other processes of codifying and socializing knowledge on operational auditing.
The finding, from analysis of the program variable, of the presence of various themes of the technical visits on the TCU's Strategic Map is strong evidence of the incorporation of these ideas in the organization. Although a more detailed analysis of the institutionalization of each of the activities that were the object of the visits is necessary to reach fuller conclusions, we can state that these visits did stimulate the introduction of new external control practices within the TCU. Freitas and Guimarães (2007) have already studied the institutionalization of one of these activities -operational auditing -and concluded that this practice has become fully institutionalized. The results thus suggest that the technical visits, allied with the processes of conversion of the knowledge acquired, had an important role in the institutionalization of the external control processes in the TCU. It is possible that this learning process provides a greater flow of resources for effective incorporation of the activity or methodology learned. These resources, in turn, enabled the forging of more solid ties with other oversight organizations, providing new learning opportunities, which confirms the existence of the feedforward and feedback macro-processes contained in the model of Zietsma et al. (2002) .
CONCLUSIONS
The interaction between the technical visits, as a process of acquiring knowledge, and the other processes of codification and socialization, especially the preparation of reports, publication of technical documents and holding of training sessions, enabled the transfer of learning from the individual to the organizational level.
Based on the analysis of the characteristics of the technical visits studied, we identified similarities between the learning processes presented by Figueiredo (2003) and the model of Zietsma et al. (2002) , principally with respect to the steps of acquiring external knowledge and obtaining information. In turn, the codification and socialization processes observed functioned as a means for the integration and institutionalization steps contained in the model of Zietsma et al. (2002) , which are situated at the organizational level. These processes appeared to be responsible for the sedimentation of changes in the procedures, routines, rules and structures, in a feedback process from the organizational to the individual level.
The results suggest the existence of a strong influence of the visits on the occurrence of mimetic isomorphism, specifically involving knowledge related to operational auditing. We identified various similarities between the actions of the TCU and the United Kingdom's NAO, which was the main benchmark for this knowledge. Although we identified evidence of normative and coercive isomorphism, we did not consider this sufficient to characterize a mixed conduct. The mimetic characteristics were much more important than the other isomorphic types.
Regarding the variables related to institutionalization, we identified a direct relationship between the more solid and permanent ties and the institutionalization of practices. As stated, the most important link was between the TCU and the NAO. This stimulated the investment of resources and the alteration of the Tribunal's structure, resulting in a greater quantity and quality of the other processes of codifying and socializing knowledge. We also identified a relation between the technical visits and the program variable, shown by the inclusion of the practices that were the object of the visits in the Tribunal's Strategic Map.
In closing, considering the variables used in this study, we can state that the realization of the technical visits, allied with the processes of converting the knowledge acquired, played an important role in the institutionalization of the TCU's external control practices, in an isomorphic context.
